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This study investigated whether or not gender is a factor in the detection of facial emotional 
expressions. Specifically, we looked at the amount of accurate detections made by men and 
women of the emotional expressions of anger, sadness, happiness, disgust, surprise and fear that 
they were shown. Introductory psychology students (N=48) watched a PowerPoint displaying 
two pictures of each emotional expression. We found that women accurately predicted more of 
the facial expressions (p=0.001). The results suggest that women are more adept at identifying 
facial emotional expressions than men. 
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Facial Emotion Detection: Can Women Better Identify 
Facial Emotional Expressions than Men? 
Throughout society, the ability to detect and understand the emotions of others has been 
valued as a useful tool for communicating conscious thoughts, as well as those that are 
unconscious. Although expressing emotions can be viewed as a weakness, it allows others to 
know our true feelings about any given situation. According to Paul Ekman, a leading researcher 
in the field of emotions, there are six universal emotions, which are anger, sadness, happiness, 
surprise, disgust, and fear (Ekman & Friesen, 2003). Although the context of the emotion might 
differ, these emotions and expressions can be found across all cultures, and thus are considered 
to be universal. The ability to detect emotional expressions, whether they are moderately or 
exaggeratedly expressed, can help determine the true nature of an individual’s feelings towards a 
situation or even towards you.  
As one of the leading researchers in the field of emotions, Paul Ekman and his team of 
researchers published a book of studies that they had conducted for almost two decades to better 
improve the knowledge on facial emotion detection (Ekman & Friesen, 2003). The researchers 
provide information to improve the public’s ability to accurately identify facial 
expressions, as well as help the public distinguish different types of facial expressions from 
each other, whether it be anger or disgust (Ekman & Friesen, 2003). The provided practice 
faces enables the public to identify the emotions, as well as see the distinction between 
emotional expressions, by describing certain features of the face to focus on, such as raised 
eyebrows brought together or the combination of bared teeth and flared nostrils (Ekman & 
Friesen, 2003). This information not only provided us with a guideline to determining 
differences in facial expressions, but it also provided us with a way to test our participants on 
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their ability to accurately identify facial expressions. This allowed us to take two examples of 
each emotion, one male and one female, for the emotional facial expressions of sadness, 
happiness, disgust, anger, sadness, and surprise. The research provided by nearly two decades 
of work by Ekman and fellow researchers has been the forefront of the knowledge on emotional 
expression. 
In a study conducted by Hoffman, Kessler, Eppel, Rukavina, and Traue (2010), it is 
mentioned that sometimes women are believed to be better at detecting facial expressions than 
men, simply due to the popular concept of “female intuition”. This intuition is the explanation of 
how a mother knows when her child is hungry, tired, or upset. The researchers hypothesized that 
women recognize subtle emotional expressions better than men, whereas there are no significant 
gender differences when full blown emotions are shown (Hoffman et al., 2010). The subjects, 
college students ages 19-41, were asked to classify emotions of faces portraying one of six 
emotions presented on a screen (Hoffman et al., 2010). The hypothesis was supported with the 
male and female participants showing no significant difference in recognition accuracy when 
labeling full blown expressions, but there being a significant difference in gender with women 
being more accurate than men in recognizing subtle emotions (Hoffman et al., 2010).  
This study may explain why there are such discrepancies in prior research where some 
found gender differences in facial emotion recognition and some did not (Hoffman et al., 2010).  
That being because the gender difference becomes apparent with subtle emotional expressions. 
The research conducted by Hoffman et al. supports our hypothesis and influences our research 
because it details that there are, in fact, gender differences in the accurate recognition of facial 
emotional expressions. Although differences were found based on the subtlety of the expression, 
we decided to look for differences in more intense emotional expression. 
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In a recent study, Matsumoto and Hwang (2014) looked at people’s ability to judge subtle 
emotional expressions across multiple ethnic groups. Participants were sent a link to one of two 
sets of 55 images of subtle facial expressions and variants of those expressions (Matsumoto & 
Hwang, 2014). The images were taken of 190 male and female actors from six different ethnic 
groups to compose a final set of 110 images (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2014). The participants were 
allowed to go through the images at their own pace, and they identified the expression by 
selecting an emotion from the provided word bank (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2014). A dynamic 
paradigm was utilized for displaying the subtle emotions by presenting a neutral face (baseline), 
then the subtle emotion, and finally back to baseline (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2014). A significant 
difference between genders was not found in detecting subtle emotion, which contradicts the 
results found by Hoffman et al. (2010). This result found in Matsumoto and Hwang’s study may 
have to do with fatigue from looking through a set of 55 images or possibly from the unlimited 
amount of time participants were allotted or because the images involved facial expressions 
represented by multiple ethnic groups. The results of this study indicated that there are signals 
for emotions that are more important for detecting emotions rather than how intense the emotion 
is being expressed.  
 One problem with analyzing facial expression is that most research focuses on high-
intensity full-faced emotion, which is an instinctual part of being human according to 
evolutionary theory. The ability to detect less-intense expression is learned through our culture 
(Matsumoto & Hwang, 2014). The correct identification of a subtle facial expression of emotion 
supports one’s ability to identify emotions being expressed by others. This study does not fully 
support our hypothesis since it found no significant difference between genders in detecting the 
subtle expressions (Matsumoto & Hwang, 2014). Although the study does not focus on gender as 
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a means of judging emotion, it provides beneficial information for components to detect 
emotions, such as that we are able to recognize the emotion and be able to determine the feelings 
of the individual that we are interacting with. 
 Another current study that has furthered research in the field of emotion detection looked 
at whether or not men and women differed in their reaction times when they were asked to detect 
normal versus anti-expressions (Sawada, Kochiyama, Uono, Kubota, Yoshimura, and Toichi, 
2014). The normal expressions used were anger and happiness, and the anti-expressions were 
created by using a morphing technique to alter the pictures so that they were similar to changes 
normally produced in facial expressions when compared to neutral expressions, which showed 
no emotion (Sawada et al., 2014). Both types of pictures were altered by cropping the faces into 
a circle so that the contours and hairstyles of the faces were removed, as they did not impact the 
expression and they were not relevant to the expression that the participants were asked to read 
(Sawada et al., 2014). 
 The results of the study also showed that there were not any sex differences in the rapid 
detection of the emotional expressions versus the anti-expressions (Sawada et al., 2014). But the 
researchers did observe that there were sex differences when the participants were asked to rate 
the emotions subjectively (Sawada et al., 2014). The females reported a stronger response 
relating to the emotional expressions than the men involved in the study (Sawada et al., 2014). 
Some of the limitations of this study were that the facial expressions used were represented by 
one male and one female. Our study features a similar limitation, but where the researchers of 
this study used only anger and happiness, we are using 6 different emotions (disgust, anger, 
happiness, anger, sadness, and surprise). 
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Current research in facial emotion detection has become focused on people’s differing 
ability to accurately identify emotions at a low-intensity. Our interest was in whether or not a 
difference between genders for varying intensities of emotions could still be observed. In this 
study, we expected to see women, more often than men, to be able to accurately identify 
emotional expressions.  
Method 
Design 
 We conducted a correlational study. The predictor variable was gender, either male or 
female. In this study, the criterion variable was the number of facial emotions accurately 
detected. 
Participants 
 The experiment involved 49 conveniently recruited introductory psychology students; 
one however had to be removed due to lack of completion of the answer sheet provided, so the 
results show the results from 48 of the students. Participants were 17 males and 31 females from 
introductory psychology classes at the University of North Georgia on the Gainesville Campus. 
All participants were at least 18 years of age, and they participated for extra credit in their 
psychology class.   
Materials 
In an attempt to make sure the participants answered truthfully we provided each student 
with a privacy wall. We showed the participants a PowerPoint presentation which included a set 
of instructions, and the twelve facial expressions, which were examples of the six universal 
emotional expressions of anger, sadness, disgust, surprise, happiness and fear, based on Ekman’s 
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research on people’s ability to recognize emotions based on facial cues (Ekman & Friesen, 2003) 
(Appendix A). We used 12 expressions in total, with each universal emotion portrayed by both a 
female and a male. We chose a wide range of expressions labeled by Ekman as subtle, partial, 
and total emotive expressions. Each participant was given an answer sheet in which we left the 
spaces blank and provided the names of the emotions that would have been expressed so that we 
received answers from a universal set of names (Appendix B). 
Procedure 
Before showing them the pictures, we read off a set of instructions, which let the 
participants know what they would have to do throughout the duration of the study. Each 
participant had a privacy wall and a worksheet numbered from one to twelve, and they indicated 
what emotion they thought the person in the picture was expressing for each image. We went 
through the PowerPoint slide by slide and allowed up to 30 seconds for the participants to write 
down their answer. After participants completed the task, we told them the answers to the slides 
by going back through the PowerPoint. We then asked what possible reasons they had, if any, for 
choosing the emotion that they did for the slide in question. We then read the debriefing 
statement to the participants, which revealed the hidden variable that we were interested in: 
gender. After collecting the data we ran a Pearson’s correlation and an independent t test in order 
to analyze the differences between the men and women. 
Results 
A two sample independent t-test was conducted to see if women were able to more 
accurately identify facial emotional expressions than men. Men and women were coded into 
SPSS as 1 and 2, respectively. There was a significant mean effect, with equal variances 
assumed, (t(46)=-3.428, p<.01), refer to Table 2. A significant mean difference was found 
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between the women’s scores (M=10.71, SD=1.295) and the men’s scores (M=8.823, SD=2.53), 
refer to Table 1. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was computed in order to gauge the correlation 
between the genders and the respective scores, and the result was a strong positive correlation, 
r=0.451. The resulting effect size of our study (r
2
=.2), indicates a small effect size and suggests 
that there is a small practical significance. Figure 1 shows the range and the median score of both 
males and females, as well as an outlier that was discovered, where one male accurately 
identified only one out of the twelve correctly. 
Discussion 
 The data obtained in this experiment supports the hypothesis that women are better at 
identifying facial emotional expressions than men. Specifically our data shows evidence that 
women of early-college age have the ability to better identify facial emotional expressions than 
men at this age level. This data supports the study of gender and facial emotion recognition done 
by Hoffman et al. (2010). Our research adds to the current literature by providing further 
evidence for women’s ability to better detect emotion expressions when shown varying 
intensities of expression. It provides evidence that emotional expression does not have to be 
subtle for there to be a difference between men and women’s ability to identify emotions. 
 We controlled for some confounds by providing each student with a privacy wall, which 
allowed them to answer freely and honestly without the ability to see how surrounding 
participants were answering. We also controlled for noise level by conducting it in a quiet 
classroom. Even though we controlled for some confounds, there were still others that were 
discovered during the course of running the experiment. One of the possible confounds for this 
study is that some participants might have randomly filled out the answer sheet to obtain the 
offered extra credit rather than take the experiment seriously. It seemed to be more likely in 
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males, which could have to do with males being less conscientious as females. Another confound 
is that we recruited subjects through a convenience sampling by using participants during their 
class time to view the presentation and provide facial emotion recognition feedback. Since our 
participants were college-aged men and women in an introductory psychology class, we cannot 
say that this is a random sample of individuals at this age, and therefore it cannot be generalized 
to the population and it is a limitation for this study.  
 Future research could include developing a study surrounding the causation of why 
women are able to detect facial emotional expression better than males of the same age. This 
study brought to question whether or not gender roles and expectations might have something to 
do with women’s ability to empathize with others and identify emotions of others. Also, research 
could account for these confounds by using a random sample of participants that would better 
represent the population of men and women. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics: Mean and Standard Deviation for Men and Women 
 
Shown above is the output regarding the mean, standard deviation, and standard error mean, as 
computed by the statistical program SPSS, for both males (M=8.82, SD=2.53) and females 
(M=10.71, SD=1.30).   
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Table 2 
Relationship Strength between Gender and Facial Emotion Detection 
 
Shown above is the correlation output as computed by the statistical program SPSS. The results 
of this table show r=0.451, which indicates a strong positive relationship between gender and 
facial emotion detection.  
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Table 3 
Independent T-Test Statistics: Significance of the Means of Men and Women 
 
Displayed above is the output from the 2 sample independent t-test that was ran in the statistical 
program SPSS.   




Figure 1. This boxplot shows the ranges of scores on the emotion detection worksheet. The 
scores for males ranged from 6-12, with an outlier of a score of 1, whereas the scores for females 
ranged from 7-12.  




Slide 1. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion fear. This picture was 
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions from facial 
expressions. 
 
Slide 2. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion sadness. This picture was 
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions from facial 
expressions. 
 
Slide 3. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion surprise. This picture was 





Slide 4. The picture above depicts
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace
expressions. 
 
Slide 5. The picture above depicts
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace
expressions. 
 
Slide 6. The picture above depicts
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace
expressions. 
  
 the facial expression of the emotion anger. This
 V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
 the facial expression of the emotion disgust. This
 V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
 the facial expression of the emotion anger. This
 V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
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Slide 7. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion happiness. This picture 
was taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions from facial 
expressions. 
 
Slide 8. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion sadness. This picture was 
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions from facial 
expressions. 
 
Slide 9. The picture above depicts the facial expression of the emotion fear. This picture was 





Slide 10. The picture above depicts
was taken from Paul Ekman and 
expressions. 
 
Slide 11. The picture above depicts
was taken from Paul Ekman and 
expressions. 
 
Slide 12. The picture above depicts
taken from Paul Ekman and Wallace
expressions. 
  
 the facial expression of the emotion surprise.
Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
 the facial expression of the emotion happiness.
Wallace V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
 the facial expression of the emotion disgust. 
 V. Friesen’s book on recognizing emotions
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Appendix B 
Answer Sheet for Participants 






















Anger  Sadness  Fear  Surprise 
Disgust    Happiness  
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11. Happiness  
12. Disgust 
